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Rachael Tobin-Dodd: Darius I in Egypt: Achaemenid Authority and Egyptian Continuity 
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The ideological systems of the Persian Great King and the Egyptian Pharaoh were 
inherently in conflict. The Egyptian Pharaoh was responsible for defeating foreign enemies, 
including Achaemenid Persians, while the Persian Great King was the ruler of a universal 
empire. The Persian king, Darius I, had to embody both roles in order to maintain his rule over 
Egypt. By examining three Egyptian artifacts that depict Darius and originate from different 
socio-political spheres, I assess the different ways he was portrayed and consider the ways these 
images navigated the inherent ideological conflict between the Great King and the Egyptian 
Pharaoh. This analysis reveals a pattern in which Darius was presented to an Egyptian audience 
as an Egyptian Pharaoh that has taken on visual attributes of the Achaemenid Great King, but to 
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Scholars have noted the remarkable continuity of motifs in Egyptian art over time and 
how foreign kings assimilated to Egyptian taste rather than imposing their own iconography. Yet 
the ideological systems of the Persian Great King and the Egyptian Pharaoh are inherently in 
conflict. The Egyptian Pharaoh was responsible for defeating foreign enemies, including 
Achaemenid Persians, in order to maintain Ma’at, the Egyptian ideology of balance and order.1 
Meanwhile, the Persian Great King cultivated an imperial ideology in which he was the ruler of a 
universal empire.2 Nevertheless, the Achaemenid king, Darius I, had to embody both roles in 
order to maintain his rule over Egypt.  
By examining three Egyptian artifacts – the statue of Darius from Susa, the Suez Canal 
Stelae, and the reliefs from the Amun Temple at Hibis – that depict Darius and originate from 
different socio-political spheres, I assess the different ways he was portrayed and consider the 
ways these images navigated the inherent ideological conflict between the Great King and the 
Egyptian Pharaoh without showing a preference for one imperial role. Each object integrates 
Darius’ simultaneous identities as the Egyptian Pharaoh and the Achaemenid Great King, a 
foreigner and a conqueror. Each artifact highlights or deemphasizes the aspects of the king’s 
sovereignty that were appropriate for each context. Nevertheless, a pattern emerges in which 
Darius is presented to an Egyptian audience as an Egyptian Pharaoh that has taken on visual 
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attributes of the Achaemenid Great King, but to a Persian audience, Darius is presented as an 
entirely Achaemenid conqueror. 
Through the use of traditional kingship motifs and inscriptions from Egypt and Persia, 
Darius was presented visually and in writing as both the Egyptian Pharaoh and, at the same time, 
the Achaemenid warrior king. Upon examination of the blending of the two iconographies, it 
becomes clear that they are more similar than their divergent ideologies might imply. Unless a 
viewer was well acquainted with both traditions, she would not necessarily recognize the subtle 
differences in iconographies. These three objects were initiated and designed by different strata 
of society such as the Achaemenid royal court – either by Darius himself or more likely one of 
his satraps on his orders – or by local Egyptian priests. These social groups each used motifs 
from different iconographic traditions to send a curated message to the intended audience. In this 
way, images of the Great King Darius in Egypt were deliberately multivalent, communicating 
with different populations throughout Egypt. 
This paper will first provide a brief history of the Persian conquest of Egypt, followed by 
an overview of how the Achaemenid rulers maintained authority over such a vast empire, and 
then provide a short discussion of the traditional and most salient motifs for this discussion 
within Egyptian Pharaonic art. Next it will focus on three case studies of images of Darius in 
Egypt: (1) the statue of Darius found in Susa, originally commissioned for an Egyptian setting; 
(2) the Suez Canal stelae set up by Darius as an imperial message; and (3) the reliefs from the 
Amun Temple at Hibis as an example of Egyptian priests emphasizing Darius’ foreign identity. 
For each object, I will discuss its Egyptian and Persian iconographic and thematic features and 
then turn to a discussion of the ideological messages being presented by their commissioners and 





II. The Achaemenid Empire and Egypt 
  
Cyrus the Great founded the Achaemenid Empire in 550 BCE, following his conquest of 
Media. He went on to conquer Anatolia, Bactria, and Babylon. He was succeeded in 530 BCE by 
his son Cambyses, who added Egypt to the empire in 525 BCE. The Achaemenid kings ruled 
Egypt as the Twenty-Seventh Dynasty for 121 years, from 525-404 BCE.3 Under Darius I, the 
Persian Empire reached its greatest extent, stretching from the Aegean Sea to the Indus River, 
from Egypt to the modern Central Asian Republics. Within these borders were twenty-three 
distinct subject people, who spoke different languages and worshiped different gods.4 
The two main historical sources for the rise of the Twenty-Seventh Dynasty are the works 
of Herodotus and Egyptian documents contemporary with Persian rule. Herodotus describes the 
conquest of Egypt by Cambyses and his descent into madness at the end of his reign (3.1-30). 
Although the general outline presented by Herodotus is most likely accurate, the narrative is 
biased by the anti-Persian sentiment meant to satisfy his Greek audience.5  
 Contemporary Egyptian documents present a different interpretation of events. Cambyses 
forged links with local elites in order to facilitate acceptance of Persian rule. Just as Cyrus did in 
Babylon, Cambyses installed elites in honorary positions, without giving them political power. 
The autobiographical naophoros statue of Udjahorresnet (Fig. 1) records the aristocrat’s role in 
guiding the Persian King during his ascension: 
The Great King of all Foreign Lands, Cambyses, came to Egypt, the foreigners of all 
foreign lands being with him. He gained mastery over the entire land. They set 
themselves down therein since he was the great ruler of Egypt, the Great King of all 
foreign lands. His majesty handed over to me the office of the chief physician. He caused 
me to be beside him as a ‘friend’ and ‘controller of the palace,’ while I made his royal 
titulary in his name of the King of Upper and Lower Egypt Mesuti-re. I caused his 
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majesty to recognize the importance of Sais; it is the seat of Neith the great, mother who 
bore Re, who began birth when no birth yet existed; and I caused him to recognize the 
nature of the greatness of the Neith temple….6 
This inscription highlights Cambyses’ role as Egyptian Pharaoh, while still addressing 
him by the Achaemenid title “Great King.” This combination of Persian and Egyptian royal titles 
is a precursor to the iconographic blending of the two roles under Darius. Furthermore, these two 
conflicting sources illustrate how the textual evidence presents a muddled picture of the Persian 
Kings’ activities in Egypt. Thus, it is necessary to examine the material culture of the Twenty-
Seventh dynasty in order to better understand the varied possible reactions to the Persian Kings 
of Egypt.  
III. Achaemenid Authority and Iconography 
 
At the center of the Achaemenid imperial ideology was the Great King, whose authority 
was granted by the will of the god Ahuramazda.7 This legitimizing ideology was important for 
establishing Achaemenid authority over their twenty-three subject peoples. Moreover, this 
ideology, meant to reify the central authority, was manifested in many ways including 
architecture, art, text, and luxury and everyday goods.  
Darius’ relief and inscription at Bisitun (Fig. 2) exemplifies how the Great King 
integrated images with text to create a cohesive imperial message. The Bisitun relief was carved 
into a cliff face along the road from Babylon in Mesopotamia to the Median capital of Ecbatana 
and served as a message about Achaemenid imperial control placed strategically along a well-
traveled road through a border zone (Fig. 3). The monument at Bisitun was the first monument 
designed by Darius and served as a linchpin of sorts in Darius’s legitimization narrative. While 
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the monument is unique within the Achaemenid corpus for a plethora of reasons, it nevertheless 
exemplifies Darius’ imperial ideology.  
First, it documents a specific historical series of events, which is at odds with the 
presentation of Achaemenid kingship as timeless, a characteristic of other imperial texts and 
images.8 Second, it contains the first detailed royal genealogy of the Achaemenid kings.9 Third, 
it is the first example of a trilingual inscription as well as the first attested use of Old Persian, 
previously only a spoken language, which Darius possibly invented as a written language 
specifically for the Bisitun monument.10  
The emphasis placed on genealogy was a major feature of the Achaemenid ideology 
created under Darius, so much so that Darius began the inscription on the Bisitun monument, the 
first one he designed, with an elaborated version of his lineage: 
§ 1 I am Darius, the great king, king of kings, king in Persia, king of peoples/ countries, 
son of Vishtaspa (Gr. Hystaspes), grandson of Arshama (Gr. Arsames), an Achaemenid. 
§2 Darius the king proclaims: My father is Vishtaspa; Vishtaspa's father is Arshama; 
Arshama's father is Ariaramna (Gr. Ariaramnes); Ariaramna's father is Cishpish (Gr. 
Teispes); Cishpish's father is Hakhaimanish (Gr. Achaemenes). 
§3 Darius the king proclaims: For this reason we are called Achaemenids. From long ago 
we are noble; from long ago we are royal. 
§4 Darius the king proclaims: Eight of our family were kings before; I am the ninth; nine 
kings are we in succession.11 
 
Darius places himself as a distant cousin of Cambyses and Cyrus via Teispes, five 
generations back, and therefore he has the right to claim the throne. Rather than highlight 
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this connection to the Teispeid line, however, Darius chooses instead to go another 
generation back and emphasize Achaemenes as the progenitor of the royal line.12 
The inscription is trilingual, a previously unattested phenomenon in the archaeological 
record before the creation of the monument at Bisitun. Jennifer Finn argues that this new kind of 
inscription was an innovative way to define the geographical and political boundaries of Darius’s 
empire.13 The inscription includes the same text recorded in three different languages – Old 
Persian, Elamite, and Akkadian. Akkadian represented the language of ‘high civilization,’ being 
the lingua franca of the age; Elamite, being the language of the regional center, represented a 
connection to Cyrus; and Old Persian was the language of the rulers.14 Furthermore, this is the 
first attested occurrence in cuneiform script of Old Persian.15 The use of the trilingual inscription 
further emphasizes the themes of Achaemenid kingship previously highlighted by scholars 
including genealogy, ethnicity, diversity, and geographical breadth.  
In order to emphasize his universal domain, Darius emphasizes the wide 
geographical extent of his empire in the Bisitun monument. Jennifer Gates-Foster argues 
that Darius emphasized this ethnic diversity as a means to articulate an inclusive empire. 
The diversity of the empire was an ideological tool, which Darius used to craft an image 
of a universal empire.16  This was achieved through both the textual diversity of all the 
subject peoples as well as their representation on the Bisitun relief in the form of the nine 
captive kings and at Darius’ tomb, Naqsh-i Rustam, in the form of the platform bearers. 
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These figures, which represent his subject peoples, hold their arms above their heads and 
interlaced with their neighbors; they easily lift the platform, on which Darius stands, 
upon their thumbs and middle fingers in what has been termed a joyous ‘Atlas Pose.’17 
This diversity is further echoed in the inscription from Darius’s tomb from Naqsh-i 
Rustam: 
Darius the king proclaims: By the favour of Ahuramazda these are the countries which I 
seized outside Persia; I ruled over them; they bore me tribute; what was said to them by 
me, that they did; my law that held them (firm); Media, Elam, Parthia, Areia, Bactria, 
Sogdiana, Chorasmia, Drangiana, Arachosia, Sattagydia, Gandara, India, Saca who drink 
hauma, Saca with pointed hats Babylonia, Assyria, Arabia, Egypt, Armenia, Cappadocia, 
Sardis, Ionia, Scythians who are across the sea, Thrace, petasos-wearing Ionians, Libya, 
Nubia, Maka, Caria.18 
 
Gates-Foster argues that the Achaemenid practice of leaving local religion, government, 
and social traditions in place was not just a bureaucratic strategy, but also an ideological 
one, which allowed Darius to claim kingship over a universal empire.19 
Images projecting Persian ideology and expressing the empire’s universal rule were 
translated into local iconographic forms, making them intelligible to local viewing audiences, 
just as imperial texts were translated into local languages.20 This reinforced the authority of the 
empire as well as the autonomy of the local people. Monumental texts, such as at Bisitun, were 
translated into multiple languages and distributed throughout the empire. For example, a late 
fifth century BCE translation of the Bisitun text into Aramaic was preserved on papyrus from 
Elephantine in Upper Egypt.21 The papyrus was found along with private contracts, court 
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records, and public and private letters. Bezalel Porten suggests that the text presents a clear 
picture of the king as commander-in-chief of the army.22 This is not an interpretation usually 
highlighted by scholars writing about the original Bisitun inscription, but this aspect would likely 
have been especially clear in the context of the papyrus copy in the Elephantine garrison. 
In addition to conforming to local artistic styles in order to communicate the imperial 
message, the Achaemenid administration allowed conquered peoples to continue local cult 
worship, rather than forcing systematic conversion, allowing “local populaces to exercise 
autonomy over a key aspect of their own culture and lifestyle.”23 This is particularly interesting 
considering the unique ways in which the priests chose to decorate the Temple of Amun at Hibis, 
breaking with traditional Pharaonic depictions in temples, which I will discuss in more detail 
later. 
A reoccurring theme of Achaemenid art is the emphasis on the king’s Persian identity and 
the variegated natures of conquered peoples.24 In Persia, the emphasis is placed on the cultural 
diversity within the empire and visual depictions illustrate the Persian Great King ruling the 
whole world. This portrayal of the Persian Great King, who is the ruler of all foreign peoples, is 
inherently in conflict with the role of the Egyptian Pharaoh, who defeats foreign foes, but does 
not necessarily try to annex them into a larger empire. The two royal roles that the Persian king 
had to embody in Egypt both claimed global dominance, including over each other. This 
dichotomy is reflected throughout Egyptian monuments of the Twenty-Seventh Dynasty, which 
are designed to be readable and consistently understandable to both traditions.25 
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IV. Egyptian Authority and Iconography 
 
 The cosmology of Egypt was a complicated system in which the Pharaoh was the divine 
protector of the state, ensuring Ma’at and keeping chaos at bay. Within the Egyptian 
cosmological sphere, foreigners were the metaphorical embodiments of this chaos.26 
Furthermore, according to the Egyptian worldview, there were four races of man: Egyptians, 
Libyans, Nubians, and Asiatic.27 Egyptians believed themselves to be the superior race in this 
cosmological hierarchy, yet at different times throughout their history the Egyptians were ruled 
by foreign pharaohs originating from the other three races. 
By the New Kingdom, representations of foreigners became especially generic, growing 
increasingly formulaic and stereotyped.28 This is represented in the concept and depiction of the 
Nine Bows. In the Egyptian belief, the number three represented multiplicity and the number 
nine, being three threes, represented totality. Furthermore, the bow was viewed as the 
quintessential weapon of foreigners.29 Thus, the Nine Bows symbolically depicted all of the 
enemies of the Egyptian state.30 Alternatively, the Nine Bows can also be understood to refer to 
the spatially endless and innumerable foreign lands outside the finite Egyptian borders.31 The list 
of foreign lands and people represented in the Nine Bows vary in content and often also included 
both Upper and Lower Egypt, alongside the three traditional enemies of the Egyptian state – 
Libyans, Nubians, and Asiatics. The inclusion of Upper and Lower Egypt within the Nine Bows 
represented rebellious Egyptians, who disturbed the established order of the universe by 
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violating its norms and laws and were just as much of a threat to Egypt as the other foreign 
peoples of the Nine Bows. The remaining four bows vary and are harder to translate, but have 
been identified as people of Mediterranean lands, Upper Nubians, oasis dwellers, and Eastern 
desert nomads.32 
This role of subduing foreign peoples was the job of the pharaoh, and thus royal texts and 
images are altogether more bellicose than images produced by elite citizens.33 These scenes were 
often placed on temple pylons and courtyards, but never the inner walls. They were relegated to 
the peripheral zones of the temple, just as they resided in peripheral zones of the known world.34 
This placement was also congruous with other royal propaganda. Messages emanating from the 
royal palace were intended to communicate a well-defined statement and were located in open 
spaces accessible to the public. 
Scholars have often noted the long continuity in the display of Egyptian Pharaonic 
iconography. One of the longest enduring royal symbols in Egyptian art is the smiting scene, in 
which the king is holding the hair of a kneeling captive and with his other hand raises a weapon 
in preparation for killing his enemy.35 This scene first appeared on the Narmer Palette during the 
Predynastic Period in Egypt and continued into the Ptolemaic Period as the visual shorthand for 
the all-conquering and powerful Pharaoh. The scene is most often found on the outside of temple 
pylons for all to see.36 With the exception of images from the New Kingdom, the Pharaoh was 
never shown fighting in combat, instead, the outcome of the battle, the king victorious, was 
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shown, demonstrating that the victory was always preordained by the gods who guaranteed the 
Egyptian victory.37 This depiction of the kings was most often found on the outside of temple 
pylons and almost always depicted foreigners as the conquered enemy.38 Furthermore, the 
smiting scene is one of the most common contexts in which foreigners appear in Egyptian art.39 
 One important aspect of Egyptian kingship that is demonstrated in these smiting scenes is 
the Pharaoh’s victory over foreigners. It should be noted that these scenes do not indicate that 
Egyptians inherently hated all foreign peoples. In fact, depictions of foreigners in non-royal 
images, which only begin to appear in the Middle Kingdom, are shown as relatively positive 
figures, since non-royal images focus on their assistance to Egypt and the luxury items they 
bring. By contrast, in royal texts and images, foreigners are depicted as the “vile” and 
“wretched” cosmological opponent.40 
 Another royal motif of the Egyptian Pharaoh was the scene in which foreigners were 
crushed and trampled under the feet of the king. Like the smiting scenes, the ‘trampling of 
foreigners’ motif was limited to royal contexts throughout Egyptian history. The earliest versions 
of this motif come from the Predynastic Period and show fallen enemies being trampled by lions 
or bulls, which presumably represented the ruler. Foreigners were also depicted on the bases of 
royal statues, physically placing them under the image of a striding Pharaoh. The trampling of a 
foreign foe was also depicted on the soles of the royal sandals and the top of the Pharaoh’s 
footrest.41  
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 Both the smiting scene and the trampling scene were adapted by the Nubian pharaoh, 
Taharqo at his temple in Kawa. The Nubian kings ruled Egypt during the twenty-fifth dynasty, 
about 200 years before the Persian conquest. King Taharqo built a canonical Egyptian temple of 
Amun at Kawa in the heart of Nubia.42 On the wall of the courtyard, Taharqo is depicted in two 
of the most common scenes of pharaonic power: the smiting scene and the trampling scene. On 
the east side, the pharaoh is in the smiting position about to kill foreign prisoners. These 
prisoners are poorly preserved, but the detail of ostrich feathers identify them as Libyans. On the 
west wall, mirroring the smiting scene is a scene of the pharaoh in the guise of a sphinx 
trampling foreign enemies, again specifically Libyan.43 Conspicuously absent from these scenes 
are conquered Nubians, one of the traditional triad of Egyptian enemies, for obvious reasons.44 
 The Pharaoh also promoted his victories by placing commemorative stelae at the borders 
of his kingdom, such as the Boundary Stela of Senwosret III set up at the second cataract in 
Nubia. Such stelae were set up as commemorative monuments, detailing the Pharaoh’s victories 
and his intentions toward the newly conquered territory.45 This practice was adopted by both the 
Libyan and Nubian dynasties.46 For example, during the twenty-fifth dynasty, the Nubian 
Pharaoh Piyi sets up a victory stela on which Nimlot and the other Libyan pharaohs of the 
twenty-second dynasty stand before Piyi in obeisance.47 
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This type of stelae is just one aspect of the corpus of royal evidence, which utilizes text 
and images to promote a specific ideology.48 Messages originating in the royal court were 
intended to communicate well-defined statements about royal power to essentially the entire 
country’s population. Though there are a plethora of images depicting the Pharaoh performing 
cultic activities, these are often found on the inner temple walls, especially those of the 
sanctuary, which would have been accessible to a select few. Thus, the images of the Pharaoh, 
the royal statues set up in front of temples, reliefs on the temple pylons, the commemorative 
stelae, etc., would have been intended for a wider audience.49 
V. Statue of Darius from Susa 
 
One of the best-known of these royal images of Darius from the Twenty-Seventh 
Dynasty is probably the statue of Darius found in Susa, now housed in the National Museum of 
Iran (Fig. 4 and 5).50 This statue illustrates one way in which Darius’ role as Pharaoh and his role 
as Great King were integrated into a single image. The statue was one of a pair that originated in 
Egypt, which is clear from the inscription and the greywacke from which it is carved.51 Recent 
petrographic analysis has demonstrated that the greywacke is a nearly perfect match to a sample 
taken from Wadi Hammamat.52 This statue stood at a cult center, likely the temple of Atum, 
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which is suggested by the hieroglyphic inscription making frequent references to the god Atum 
of Tjeku, another name for the ancient town of Pithom, modern Tell el-Maskhuta in the eastern 
Nile Delta.53  
The statue of Darius stood well over life-size, approximately three meters high and 
depicts Darius striding forward with his left arm horizontally across his chest and his right 
straight down at his side. He has a dagger in his belt and the stem of a flower in his left hand, 
though the top of the flower is now missing.54 This statue blends the traditional Achaemenid 
iconography of the Great King with traditional Pharaonic depictions so that it would have been 
comprehensible to those accustomed to the Achaemenid artistic traditions as well as those 
accustomed to the traditional Egyptian Pharaonic motifs, though the latter is at first more 
apparent.  
The most distinctive Egyptian characteristic of this statue is the representation on the 
front of the base of the ‘unification of the two lands.’ The image depicts fecundity figures 
binding together a lotus and a papyrus plant, the two symbols of Upper and Lower Egypt 
respectively. The hieroglyph for “unite” is inscribed between the two figures, referring to the 
unification of Egypt. This scene had been illustrated beneath images of the Pharaoh since the Old 
Kingdom and is therefore canonical within the realm of Egyptian royal iconography.55 
Continuing along the side of the base, there are twenty-four figures, all in a kneeling 
pose; this pose has distinctive Egyptian antecedents as a motif depicting foreign prisoners of war, 
who were stereotypically depicted kneeling with their hands raised in supplication.56 The figures 
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represent the twenty-three nations under Achaemenid rule, one of which is Egypt, in addition to 
one representing Persia itself. The figures are identifiable as non-Egyptian by their individual 
attributes, especially their beards and clothing, but also by the hieroglyph cartouches under each 
figure. The placement of these subject people below the king effectively places him in the 
position of continually trampling his conquered subjects, a pose consistent with Egyptian royal 
images. Though this depiction of the Achaemenid subject peoples is in the style of Egyptian 
prisoners of war, their identifiable features and labeled origins are reminiscent of the depictions 
of the subject peoples on Darius’s tomb at Naqsh-i Rustam and the conquered kings on the 
Bisitun inscription. 
Darius’ striding pose, the cylinder – a scroll or staff – in his right hand, and the dorsal 
pillar on his back are all common features of Egyptian statuary.57 The hieroglyphic inscription 
blends the two royal traditions together and describes Darius as both a pious Egyptian warrior-
monarch and a foreign conqueror: 
The strong Upper Egyptian king, great in his powers, lord of strength like Khenti-Khem, 
lord of his own hand, who conquers the Nine Bows, excellent in council, outstanding in 
his plans, lord of the curved sword, when he penetrates the mass of the enemy, shooting 
at the target without his arrow missing, whose strength is like the Mount, the king of 
Upper and Lower Egypt, lord of the two lands, Darius, may he live forever! The exalted, 
the greatest of the great the chief of the whole…land, son of the god’s father, Hystaspes, 
the Achaemenid, who has appeared as king of Upper and Lower Egypt on the Horus 
throne like Re, the first of the gods, forever.58 
 
 This inscription calls attention to Darius’ Achaemenid parentage, but also calls him the 
‘son of the god’s father.’ This implies his divine birth, a common scene in previous Pharaonic 
art, and reinforces his divine right to rule, which was an important aspect of the Egyptian 
Pharaoh’s authority. The two best-known versions of the Divine Birth scene come from the New 
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Kingdom, from Hatshepsut’s temple at Deir el-Bahri and Amenhotep III’s Birth Room in Luxor 
Temple.59 The Nubian pharaohs similarly claimed divine lineage, for example, on the Victory 
Stela of Piyi the king is hailed as an incarnation of Horus and as the son of Nut.60  
Furthermore, the conquest of the Nine Bows could be read as a translation into Egyptian 
syntax of the Persian title “king of the lands of all tongues,” which was given to Darius.61 The 
Nine Bows represented the concept of totality.62 Thus, the conqueror of the Nine Bows is also 
the king of all foreign lands, perfectly in line with both the ideologies of the Egyptian Pharaoh 
and the Persian Great King. 
 The statue of Darius also utilizes artistic references to Mesopotamian and Iranian art that 
have been adapted to fit Achaemenid ideology. Darius is depicted carrying an Elamite dagger in 
his belt and wearing a Persian style court robe.63 Additionally, the stem he holds in his left hand 
was likely that of a lotus blossom, which Darius is often shown holding, as on the Apadana relief 
(Fig. 6). In addition to the hieroglyphic inscription, the statue has a trilingual cuneiform 
inscription in Old Persian, Elamite, and Akkadian along the right-side folds of his robe, which 
reads “here is the stone statue that Darius the king ordered to be made in Egypt so that whoever 
sees it in the future will understand that the Persian warrior governs Egypt.”64 
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This combination of languages follows the ideological program of Darius’ previous 
monuments.65 In the cuneiform, Darius makes no reference to his role as the Egyptian Pharaoh. 
Instead, this text makes it exceedingly clear that he is a Persian warrior, who has conquered 
Egypt. Unlike the hieroglyphic inscription, the cuneiform inscription makes no attempt to merge 
the two royal roles held by Darius. Thus, in contrast to the Egyptian details, which depict Darius 
as a foreign king filling the role of Egyptian Pharaoh, the trilingual inscription specifically 
depicts the Achaemenid Great King, taking over another foreign land. 
 Furthermore, while the kneeling figures on the base are iconographically consistent with 
depictions of Egyptian prisoners of war, they differ from images of Persian prisoners, who are 
regularly shown with their hands bound behind their backs as on the monument from Bisitun. 
The kneeling figures on the base of the statue of Darius may be in a traditional pose of Egyptian 
conquered foes, but for an Achaemenid viewer, they are more comparable to the figures on 
Darius’ tomb at Naqsh-i Rustam (Fig. 7). The figures are kneeling, but they have their arms 
raised and their hands outstretched in a gesture of support. This ‘Atlas Pose,’ in addition to 
Persia’s inclusion alongside the other twenty-three figures, depicts the subject peoples of the 
empire as willingly supporting the king’s authority. Lori Khatchadourian argues further that this 
pose on the Naqsh-i Rustam relief represents not only the easy support of the subject peoples but 
also the dependency the king has on his people. Through this human agency, there is a “looming 
metaphorical possibility” that the subject peoples would drop their arms at any time, 
undermining the entire imperial apparatus.66 Moreover, the individualized images of each subject 
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people are consistent with Achaemenid iconography in which the power of the Great King is 
bolstered by the wide-ranging cultures of his subjects.67 
 The mixing of Egyptian and Achaemenid royal iconography, as well as the use of the 
four different languages, would have made this statue understandable in both the original 
Egyptian temple context as Darius in his role as pharaoh, as well as the eventual Achaemenid 
court context at Susa as a Persian heroic figure.68 Moreover, the Egyptian elements of the 
iconography present Egypt alongside the other peoples of the empire as a captive foreign land, 
but the Egyptian text presents Darius seamlessly as the Egyptian Pharaoh and as an Achaemenid 
king. Meanwhile, the Persian iconography presents Egypt as one of the many nations supporting 
Darius, while the cuneiform text declared Darius to be a fully Achaemenid king in control of 
Egypt.  
The question then becomes to what extent the audience could understand this entire 
message. In order to understand every nuance, a viewer would have to be knowledgeable of both 
Egyptian and Persian iconography and be literate in both Egyptian hieroglyphs and at least one 
of the three cuneiform languages, which was unlikely. The Egyptian setting for this statue is 
speculative, since it was found in Susa, but it was most likely set up in the open space in front of 
the Temple of Atum, like the many statues of the New Kingdom. It is most notably comparable 
to the enormous seated statue of Ramesses II in front of the Amun temple at Abu Simbel in 
Nubia.69 The statue could also have been placed in an open courtyard or the hypostyle halls of a 
temple, where other larger than life-size royal statues were deposited and where they would have 
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been more accessible than the wall decorations in the inner sanctuaries.70 Like the statues of 
Ramesses set up in Nubia, the Darius statue served as a physical representation of the Great King 
in a foreign land under his control. This both made him accessible to the Egyptian population in 
Pithom, but also served as a physical reminder of his rule.  
In the assumed original context, most of the viewers would have been local Egyptian 
residents. They would have recognized the scene identifying Darius as the unifier of Upper and 
Lower Egypt. However, the Egyptian audience would have also been able to identify Egypt 
alongside the other lands under Achaemenid control and recognize themselves depicted in the 
traditional Egyptian ‘prisoner of war’ pose. This placement as a captive would have been 
mitigated for any viewer who could read hieroglyphs because they would have been able to 
identify Persia also depicted in this pose of captive foreigners as well as been able to read the 
inscription, which describes Darius with mostly Egyptian Pharaonic titles. Nevertheless, these 
are all small details and the very first thing any Egyptian viewer was likely to notice was the 
statue of Darius, distinctly dressed as a Persian, standing in their Egyptian temple courtyard. This 
may have incited negative feelings in native Egyptians, or it may have allowed them to reconcile 
these disparate visual vocabularies and identify the Egyptian Pharaoh and Persian Great King as 
compatible imperial roles. 
VI. Suez Canal Stelae 
 
 One of the major projects in Egypt undertaken by the Achaemenid empire was Darius’ 
Suez Canal (Fig. 8). Though begun by Necho II, Darius completed the canal, connecting the Red 
Sea to the eastern edge of the Nile Delta.71 In doing so, Darius created a direct water route to the 
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Mediterranean from the Persian Gulf – less than 350 km from the capital at Persepolis – creating 
a route around the Arabian Peninsula, up the Red Sea and into the Suez Canal.  
 While the statue of Darius from Susa was set up within a temple precinct, where access 
would have been controlled, the four stelae were placed at strategic points along the canal from 
the Gulf of Suez to the Nile Delta, marking the building of the canal, and visible to any person 
traveling along its course. While one stela has been lost, the other three remain in fragmentary, 
damaged parts. The placement of these stelae claimed the territory from the Red Sea to the Nile 
as part of the Achaemenid Empire, just as the Boundary Stela of Senwosret III, discussed above, 
marked the Egyptian territory in Nubia, and those of the Libyan and Nubian pharaohs marked 
their conquest of Egypt. The Kubri stela was placed on the coast of the Red Sea, another at the 
site of Kabret, one at Tell el-Maskhuta, and the last at the erroneously named ‘Serapeum’ near 
the Great Bitter Lake.72  
There are conflicting beliefs about the functionality of the Suez Canal. Though there are 
references to this canal as a trade route, Amélie Kuhrt follows in the thinking of Searight and 
Tuplin, who argue that the canal would have been too difficult to use regularly owing to the 
dangerous nature of the Red Sea coast and the types of boats in use.73 Therefore, Tuplin argues 
that the construction of the canal was rather an ideologically-driven endeavor to set Darius’ 
project alongside the great works of the Egyptian Pharaohs. Additionally, the canal publicly 
declared Persian imperial grasp on the Egyptian territory.74 Meanwhile, Chimko argues that  
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the canal was constructed to facilitate trade, and that the stelae were decorated to facilitate 
comprehension by as many people as possible who might be using the canal.75 
 These stelae were over three meters tall and two meters wide, though none of them are 
completely intact today.76 Unlike the statue of Darius from Susa, where Egyptian and Persian 
iconographies are mixed, these stelae present both Egyptian and Persian versions, but separated 
and displayed on the two faces of one stela.77 The Egyptian side features monumental 
hieroglyphs and Egyptian iconography, while the Persian side features another trilingual 
inscription, in old Persian, Elamite, and Late Babylonian, characteristic of Darius’ monuments.78 
The Egyptian Side 
 
The majority of each side of the stelae is taken up by the text describing Darius’ 
construction of the canal. The hieroglyphs are best preserved on the Tell el-Maskhuta stela (Fig. 
9), although comparison with the Kabret stela demonstrates the texts were not exactly the same. 
The inscription consists of four topical sections.79 The first section serves as an introduction 
recounting the king’s status in traditional Egyptian terms:  
…born of Neith, mistress of Sais, image of Re, he whom he (sc. Re) placed on the throne 
to complete that which he had begun…of all that which the sun’s disc encircled, when he 
was still in the womb and had not come forth on earth, because she (sc. Neith) knew that 
he was her son, bequeathing to him…her hand carrying the bow before her to cast down 
his enemies every day as she did for her son Re, that he might be powerful…his enemies 
in all lands, the king of Upper and Lower Egypt Darius, may he live forever, the Great 
One, the King of Kings, the…[son of Hy]staspes, the Achaemenid, the Great one. He is 
her valiant son…80 
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Though the text mostly presents Darius as Pharaoh by Egyptian divine authority, he is 
still identified as “the Achaemenid” and the “King of Kings,” a Persian epithet for the Great 
King. Thus, like the hieroglyphic inscription from the Statue of Darius, the Egyptian text 
presents a Pharaoh, granted power by Egyptian deities, but also with Achaemenid titles, allowing 
him to embody the role of both the Egyptian and Persian king.  
This is not entirely unique within the Egyptian corpus; the Libyan Pharaohs’ also retained 
traditional titles. The Libyan kings maintained distinctive Libyan names such as Shoshenq, as 
well as traditional Libyan titles including ‘Great Chief of the Mashwesh’ and ‘Great Chief of the 
Libu.’81 On the Pasenhor stela set up in the reign of Shoshenq V, the lineage of the Libyan kings 
is recorded, revealing that Shoshenq I’s father, Nimot, had been the ‘Great Chief of the 
Mashwesh,’ preceded by five lineal ancestors beginning with “the Libyan” Buyuwawa.82 This 
formula is not unlike the genealogy created by Darius on the Bisitun monument.  
 The remaining three sections consist of an account of events leading up to the cutting of 
the canal, a section praising Darius in traditional Egyptian terms, and finally the instructions by 
Darius that the event be recorded on a stela. The narrative structure follows the same patterns as 
the Redesiyeh inscription of Seti I or the Kuban stela of Ramesses II, that of a Königsnovelle, a 
genre of royal inscription with a long history in Egypt, in which the king conceives of an idea 
and then completes a project in a way his predecessors never achieved.83 In fact, Darius’ 
involvement in water projects – both with the Suez Canal and in the Kharga Oasis – resonates 
with a recurrent Pharaonic theme of water management.84 
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Though the texts are not exactly the same on each stela, the fragmentary decorations 
suggest they followed the same formula (Fig. 9 and 10). The lunette is decorated with the vault 
of heaven above the winged disk of Horus.85 On the left side, running from the bottom of the 
stela to the top is a was-scepter, symbolizing ‘power.’ Fragments from the other stelae confirm 
there was likely one running along the right side as well. Under the winged disk was a 
‘unification of the two lands’ scene with a cartouche of Darius above the bound lotus and 
papyrus plants. The hieroglyphic texts along the side of this scene confer blessings upon Darius.  
Under each Nile personification or Hapi is an inscription proclaiming that Darius’ 
kingdom is a gift from the Egyptian deities in traditional pharaonic terms. The left reads: “I give 
to you all lands, all Fenkhu, all foreign lands, and all bows;” the right – reconstructed from the 
Kabret stela – reads: “I give you all aristocracy, all lap-win folk, and all Hau-nebu.”86 Below the 
unification scene is a row of twenty-four kneeling figures with upraised arms, comparable to 
those on the base of the Darius statue from Susa. Below each figure is a cartouche with an 
ethnonym identifying each as the subject nations of the Achaemenid Empire.87 This list of 
provinces is likely derived from a Persian source since it is in a standard order giving precedence 
to the Iranian provinces and placing the Persians first. A line of text above reads: “I give you all 
lands and all foreign lands in adoration before you.”88 
The Persian Side 
 
The cuneiform text from the Persian side of the stelae is only readable on the Kabret stela 
(Fig. 10). The text is trilingual and thus each one is shorter than and not an exact translation of 
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the Egyptian hieroglyphs; “the Egyptian and Achaemenid texts then become parallel epigraphic 
events reflecting the same activity but, at the same time, reflecting the different agenda of the 
two cultures, the one being the equivalent of the other, but in no sense a translation.”89 Like the 
hieroglyphic text, the cuneiform inscriptions can be broken into four sections: 
A. Darius the Great King, King of Kings, King of Countries, king in this great earth, son 
of Hystaspes, an Achaemenid. 
B. A great god is Ahuramazda who created yonder sky, who created this earth, who 
created man, who created happiness for men, who made Darius King, who gave Darius 
the king this great kingdom, possessed of good horses and of good men. 
C. I am Darius, Great King, King of Kings, king of provinces of all kinds of people, king 
in the great earth, far and wide, son of Hystaspes, an Achaemenid. 
D. Darius the king says, ‘I am a Persian; from Persia I seized Egypt; I gave the order to 
dig this canal from a river named Nile which flows in Egypt, to the sea which goes from 
Persia. Afterward this canal was dug, thus as I had ordered, and ships went from Egypt 
through this canal to Persia thus as was my desire.’90 
 
The decorations on the Persian side of the stelae have likewise taken the Egyptian forms 
and translated them into Achaemenid royal iconography. The sky hieroglyph following the top of 
the stela and the was-scepters on either side are reproduced. In place of the winged disk of Horus 
is a winged disk deriving from the Iranian form, though traditionally the wings were fully 
horizontal as on the relief from Naqsh-i Rustam and are likely simply curved here to fit the 
lunette. Below the winged disk, where the two figures of the Nile gods stand on the Egyptian 
side, stand two mirror images of Darius. He wears a crenellated Persian crown and court robe. 
Each figure holds his hands out above and below a cartouche with Darius’ name written in 
cuneiform.91 
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The Egyptian and Persian sides of the stelae were designed to mirror each other. Unlike 
the statue of Darius from Susa, on which the Egyptian and Persian motifs were blended, the two 
styles and texts are separated onto different sides of the stelae. While a viewer of the statue 
would have needed to visually tease apart the Egyptian and Persian iconographies, a viewer of 
the Canal Stelae already had the two iconographic traditions, and thus each side’s message, 
clearly delineated from the other. Within the text, Darius is both given power by Re on the 
Egyptian side and Ahuramazda on the Persian. Furthermore, on the Egyptian side, he is also 
identified by the moniker ‘King of Kings’ as he is on the Persian side, identifying him as a 
foreign Pharaoh. Meanwhile, the Persian side makes no attempts to cast Darius as a Pharaoh, but 
instead as a conqueror, just as the Persian inscription on the Statue of Darius from Susa. The 
stelae seem to follow the pattern we first see on the Susa statue, where Darius is presented as an 
Egyptian Pharaoh combined with the Achaemenid Great King to an Egyptian audience, but 
entirely as an Achaemenid conqueror to a Persian audience.  
Furthermore, the presence of these stelae along the canal, which present harmonious yet 
separate Persian and Egyptian iconographies, reinforces their role in physically connecting the 
two lands.92 From both the Egyptian and Persian perspectives, the key function of the canal was 
to move wealth, in the form of tribute, out of Egypt and to Persia, though this function has 
dramatically different connotations for each group. For the Persian audience, these stelae 
represented Darius’ success as the Great King. Although the Persian audience was probably 
significantly smaller than the Egyptian audience, an equal portion of the stelae was allocated to 
the Achaemenid iconography and text. 
For the Egyptian audience, these stelae would have served as a constant reminder of 
Achaemenid rule. Since they were placed intermittently along the canal, anyone traveling the 
                                               





entire length of the canal would have seen all four. As previously mentioned, the majority of 
each stela was dedicated to the inscription, which gives priority to a literate viewer. That being 
said, the visual impact of four languages upon an illiterate viewer or a viewer fluent in only one 
language must have been great. Though any illiterate viewer may have been able to understand 
the Egyptian iconography, Achaemenid iconography or both, they must have looked at the 
textual portions of the stelae and known they were missing part of the message. 
VII. Temple of Amun at Hibis in the Kharga Oasis 
 
The temple of Amun at Hibis in the Kharga Oasis in the Western Desert presents an 
interesting comparison with the Statue of Darius and the Canal Stelae, which were presumably 
commissioned by members of the Achaemenid court and located within the Nile Valley. The 
decorations of this temple were designed by the local priests and possibly reflect local sentiment 
towards Darius. The Kharga Oasis is also the area with the most prevalent and best documented 
Achaemenid activity. Though the oasis had human occupation going back to the Upper 
Paleolithic period, the Kharga Oasis was only scarcely populated for much of the historic period. 
For much of the Late Period, activity in the oases was focused on trade expeditions and the 
procurement of raw materials rather than on settlements. For most of Egyptian history, the oases 
were seen as distant and desolate places, far from the reliable waters of the Nile. Egyptians 
viewed it as a place apart from civilization, dangerous on account of both climate and 
marauders.93 Furthermore, oasis dwellers were included as one of Egypt’s traditional enemies 
under the Nine Bows, indicating that the Egyptians did not view them as part of their domain.94 
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 The first Persian encounter with the Kharga Oasis came in the form of a military 
expedition. Herodotus (3.26) recounts Cambyses’ attempts to subdue the oases by military force 
in order to secure them against enemy armies. After this first expedition, the Achaemenids 
adopted a new approach to the oases. Rather than viewing the oases as separate, they began to 
integrate them into the Egyptian cultural and political sphere. The Achaemenids introduced a 
new irrigation technology, the qanat,95 to the Kharga Oasis and they founded three temples, 
which led to the establishment of new settlements or the expansion of already-existing ones. This 
additional involvement in water management further tied the Achaemenid kings to Pharaonic 
activities.96 By populating the oases, the Achaemenid administration created an alternate Upper 
Egyptian cult center, which further disenfranchised Thebes.97  
 Three temples were built in the Kharga Oases during the Twenty-Seventh Dynasty and 
were some of the earliest constructed in the area.98 At the southern end of the oasis is Ayn 
Manawir, whose temple was dedicated to Osiris. There is nothing out of the ordinary at this 
temple when compared to other Egyptian temples from other periods, but the large amount of 
pottery and demotic ostraca securely date the temple to the Twenty-Seventh Dynasty. The 
second temple is at the site of Qasr el-Ghueita and was surrounded by a large mud-brick fortress. 
The temple was originally dated to the Saite period with the forecourt added by Ptolemy III; 
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however, a well-preserved cartouche of Darius I was painted on the north wall of the main 
sanctuary and a second one on the relief of the west wall. The cartouche on the west wall 
accompanied carved decorations of a king in front of the Theban Triad and suggests that the king 
should be identified as Darius.99 
The best known and preserved of the three temples is the temple of Amun in Hibis, just 
north of the modern town of Kharga. The temple was studied by the Metropolitan Museum of 
Art in the early twentieth century and more recently by E. Cruz-Uribe in the late 1980s.100 The 
date of the Hibis temple has been the subject of debate. Winlock identified four phases of 
construction and originally dated the first phase to 510-490 BCE under the reign of Darius I.101 
Cruz-Uribe has recently suggested that the temple was begun by the Saite king Psammetichus III 
based on a single occurrence of his Horus name in the pronaos and a supposed change in style of 
carving in certain parts of the temple, although this last point can be explained by the long period 
over which the Temple was built.102 Whether the Hibis temple was begun by Psammetichus and 
taken over by Darius or begun in the Twenty-Seventh Dynasty hardly matters since the 
decoration all dates to Darius’ reign. Even if the temple was begun under Psammetichus, human 
occupation of the area would have been limited until the Achaemenid introduction of qanats 
made the oases habitable by a larger population.103 
 The temple and its decorations have been well documented owing to its notable size and 
comparatively good condition.104 The Persian period temple (Fig. 11) consists of a forecourt (M), 
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a hypostyle hall (B), a small main sanctuary (A) at the rear, and several small rooms (F-L) 
around the hypostyle hall.105 Stairways in the northwest (K2) and southwest (E) corners lead to a 
second story.106 Furthermore, the cavetto molding, the style of the sculpted wing disks, and the 
floral decoration of some composite column capitals at Hibis are closely related to forms that 
appear in Persia for the first time under Darius I.107 
 The walls of the sanctuary (A) are decorated with King Darius as pharaoh presenting 
offerings to some 700 representations of different Egyptian gods.108 In the adjacent room (L) is a 
large image of Darius wearing the double crown of Egypt enthroned above a ‘unification 
scene.’109 The Hypostyle hall (B) is also decorated with scenes of Darius making offerings to the 
gods, but also of Darius receiving gifts from the gods, such as the breath of life from Mut. Darius 
is also represented in a coronation scene in the Egyptian manner.110 Throughout these numerous 
representations of Darius, which are carved in an Egyptian style, the king is shown wearing the 
Egyptian crown and other pharaonic regalia. Unlike the statue of Darius from Susa, which would 
have originally stood in an Egyptian temple setting as well, Darius is never shown at the Hibis 
temple in Persian court robes. He is always depicted entirely in Egyptian motifs and is shown 
with the rounded facial features and double chin of Saite royal images.111 
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 Though the images of Darius are entirely Egyptian in character, there are still direct and 
indirect references to his identity as a foreign ruler. This is particularly interesting because unlike 
the Susa statue of Darius and the Canal Stelae, which were commissioned and planned by the 
royal court to present an imperial message of Achaemenid sovereignty in the heart of Egypt, the 
temple priests would have planned the Hibis temple and its decoration. Therefore, it was the 
priests who made the decisions to reference Darius’ foreign nature. 
The first reference is fairly explicit and comes from the north side of the door in the 
pronaos (M) leading into the hypostyle hall (B): 
The king, Darius, has made this as his monument for his father Amun-Re lord of Hibis, 
great god, powerful of strength, making for him a temple in beautiful white stone of 
Meskat, its name being ‘Enduring are the effective powers of Mesutre.” It is Seshat who 
constructed its walls, formed as beneficent works of eternity. It is Resyninebef who 
decorated its scenes. There is not another sovereign like Pharaoh, king of Egypt, lord of 
the two lands, Darius great ruler of all rulers, and of all foreign lands.112 
This inscription first declared Darius as the patron for the building of the temple, though scholars 
have debated how involved he actually was.113 More importantly, the end of the inscription refers 
to Darius as “ruler of all rulers and of all foreign lands” following the Achaemenid tradition of 
calling the Great King the “king of kings.” The only other Egyptian context in which this 
phrasing occurs is the statue of Darius from Susa.114 The scarcity of this title in Egyptian texts 
makes it highly unlikely that the priests decorating the temple of Hibis were copying some 
formal court document that had been circulated through Egypt from the Persepolitan court. This 
demonstrates that neither Darius nor the satrap were directly involved with the decoration. This 
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inscription also highlights the unique choice on the part of the local priests to include Darius’ 
Achaemenid title, especially considering that neither of the other two temples dating to the 
Twenty-Seventh Dynasty – Qasr el-Ghueita nor Ayn Manawir – make reference to Darius’ 
foreign origins. 
 Another more indirect reference to Darius as a foreign Pharaoh comes from the original 
front façade of the temple on the outside of the forecourt (M).115 This monumental relief depicts 
Darius as the living Horus (Fig. 12). He is anthropomorphic with a falcon head, back, tail, and 
wings and wears the Egyptian double crown.116 He is striding forward with a lion next to him 
and spearing a serpent, which represents the demon Apophis.117 The inscription accompanying 
the depiction of Darius as the living Horus, instead indicates that the king should be identified as 
Seth, who was also worshiped in the oases as a falcon-headed god.118 Thus, to anyone familiar 
with the local tradition, this representation would have been explicitly identifying the Pharaoh as 
non-Egyptian. Seth had been the god of foreigners since the New Kingdom because he was the 
favored god of the Hyksos rulers, who established his cult at Avaris.119 The Hyksos and the 
Achaemenids would both have been viewed as Asiatic in Egypt’s generalized portrayal of 
foreigners, so the depiction of Darius as Seth could be using the local vernacular to not only 
identify the pharaoh as foreign, but as specifically from the Near East.   
 Moreover, the striding pose of Darius evokes the emblematic “smiting scenes,” which 
was the typical apotropaic presentation of Egyptian warrior Pharaohs on the outer façades of 
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temples. The most recent example for the Persian period comes from King Taharqo’s temple of 
Amun at Kawa in the heart of Nubia.120 On the wall of the courtyard, Taharqo, a pharaoh of the 
Nubian dynasty, is depicted in the smiting position about to kill foreign prisoners.121 Yet the 
slaying of the demon Apophis is unusual and takes the place of the typical Libyan, Nubian, and 
Asiatic foes. By transposing the royal emblematic scene onto a divine level, the artist avoids 
displaying the Persian Great King in his role as pharaoh slaying his own people.122  
This depiction of Darius slaying a mythological foe is consistent with representations of 
him throughout the palace at Persepolis. Throughout Mesopotamian and ancient Iranian 
iconography, only gods, genii, and mythological heroes fight monsters. Humans, however, are 
first depicted engaging with monsters in battle in Achaemenid art, such as the doorjambs from 
Persepolis. Fighting a monster becomes a typical visual characteristic of Persian kingship.123 
Lastly, the inclusion of the lion in the ‘slaying the foe’ scenes is remarkably unusual and 
only becomes more prevalent in later Egyptian temples. Wasmuth argues that the lion must, 
therefore, be considered a Persian element that has been included in the temple decorations.124 
This pushes for a reading of the living Horus/Seth as a Persian. This argument is further 
supported by the post-Achaemenid tradition in Egypt of naming Seth with the epithet “the Mede 
(the Persian).”125  
The temple of Amun at Hibis presents a fourth way in which Darius was depicted within 
Egyptian art, and moreover, how priests in a particularly isolated setting chose to depict the king. 
                                               
120Leprohon 2015, 312; See above in Egyptian Authority and Iconography, 
121O’Connor 2003, 177. 
122Wasmuth 2015, 213. 
123Root 1979, 305. 
124Wasmuth 2015, 214. 





Like the statue of Darius from Susa and the Canal Stelae, the hieroglyphic inscription discussing 
Darius’ involvement in the construction of the temple presents him jointly as the Egyptian 
Pharaoh and the Achaemenid Great King. The iconography, however, is unique here. While 
Darius is fully presented in Egyptian style, the local priests, who would have been in charge of 
choosing the decorations, chose to use Egyptian motifs to identify Darius as a foreign Pharaoh, 
possibly even alluding to him as a Persian or at least Asiatic.  
Depicting Darius as Seth, a god associated with foreigners since the Second Intermediate 
Period Hyksos kings, is an even more indicative choice because this image was placed on the 
exterior of the temple. This is the traditional location for Egyptian smiting scenes, as discussed 
above, and the one decorative surface of the temple that would have been visible to the wider 
population of the oasis. Meanwhile, the interior of the sanctuary, which would have had 
restricted access, was decorated in traditional motifs. This suggests that the priests were 
purposefully presenting Darius as a foreigner to the public.  
VIII. Conclusion 
 
 The roles of the Egyptian Pharaoh and of the Achaemenid Great King were inherently at 
odds with each other since each was the ruler over all lands, including the other. The three 
objects that I have examined present different ways in which this conflict was nullified, 
highlighted, or ignored altogether. Furthermore, the understanding of each image also depends 
upon the cultural background of the viewer. The Egyptian audience received a slightly different 
message from the one received by the Persian audience, and an additional, potentially more 
nuanced, understanding would have been experienced by individuals who understood both 
iconographic traditions. Moreover, “the Egyptians had no alternative but to convert foreign rulers 





Egyptian state.”126 While Tuplin goes on to argue that “without Pharaoh there was no state and 
investing Darius with this role cannot be taken to mean any more than that,” the current analysis 
of these three artifacts demonstrates a genuine engagement with and navigation of kingly 
ideology from both Egyptian and Persian perspectives.127 
While both the statue of Darius from Susa and the Canal Stelae were commissioned and 
designed by Darius or his satrap on his behalf, the statue presents an image that integrates 
Egyptian and Achaemenid iconography as well as hieroglyphics and cuneiform text to present a 
complex and often contradictory message of Achaemenid rule in Egypt. Meanwhile, the Canal 
Stelae generally kept the two iconographies confined to separate sides of the stelae rather than 
blending them into one multivalent image like the statue from Susa. Moreover, the decoration 
from the temple of Amun at Hibis illustrates how local priests, who would have had autonomy 
over the temple, deliberately chose to call attention to Darius as a foreign Pharaoh by using local 
Egyptian motifs. These three discrete examples illustrate how nuanced the presentation of an 
Achaemenid ruler was in Egypt and moreover how each context received a different navigation 
of the complex issues that lie behind the depiction of a foreign Pharaoh. Through the present 
iconographic study of these artifacts, we can better understand how these two conflicting 
ideologies were brought into harmony. 
  
                                               
126Tuplin 2007, 104. 



























Figure 3 – View of Bisitun relief from the road  
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